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I

t is our purpose in this chapter to illuminate the performative movement in the social
sciences, its origins, its instantiations, and what it contributes to the social sciences. The
performative movement falls within the family of arts-based research (ABR), although,
as we see it, performative social science is primarily constituted by researchers whose
work is not so much arts-based as it is scientifically based (Gergen & Gergen, 2011;
Kara, 2015; Roberts, 2008). Scholars who are attracted to performative work draw
from various artistic traditions in order to carry out social science research. One might
say it is research-based art. Resonant is Knowles and Cole’s (2008) linking of ABR to
“an unfolding and expanding orientation to qualitative social science that draws inspiration, concepts, processes, and representation from the arts, broadly defined” (p. xi).
We use the term “performative” to characterize this work for three major reasons
(also see Haseman, 2006; Roberts, 2008). First, such work calls attention to the way in
which research is presented— similar to the arts—for others. Such research takes into
account the way it is performed for an audience. Researchers invite us to consider questions such as “Who is the audience?”; “What responses do we hope to achieve from the
audience?”; “Why are these responses important?”; “What audiences are excluded?”;
and “What skills might optimally be employed in the performance?” Second, performative work is sensitive to research as a potentially consequential action in the social world.
Resonant with J. L. Austin’s How to Do Things with Words (1962), such research does
not simply try to reflect the world as it is, but serves as an action that might change that
world. Invited is a sensitivity to the kinds of worlds we are creating through our forms of
representation. What sorts of relationships are we creating or sustaining, to what forms
of life are we contributing, and why and for whom are they valuable?
54
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The third reason for describing such work as “performative” is the way in which it
frequently calls attention to the actions of researchers in carrying out their inquiry. The
empiricist tradition in science invites us to view research as a value-free act of observing
and reporting. As we are told, scientists should ideally suspend their biases to see the
world for what it is, and to report on these observations. In contrast, performatively oriented scholars are often quite revealing of their values and preferences; they emphasize
the aesthetic qualities involved in their research projects. In order to stimulate interest,
excitement, and the potential of change, they call on artistic skills. These are essentially
the skills of an artistic performer.
In what follows we first explore the development of the performative movement.
Now a powerful catalyst in the social sciences, the movement is of relatively recent
origin. How, we ask, did such flowering occur, and given the conditions of its origins,
can we anticipate its continued growth? Is this a passing fad or a sustained invitation to
explore the riches resulting from erasing the boundaries between art and science?
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The Emergence of Performative Social Science
To appreciate the significance of performative social science, it is important to see it
against the backdrop of the development of 20th- century science more generally. Largely
owing to the impressive technologies provided by research in chemistry, physics, and
medicine, philosophers of the 1930s attempted to develop foundations for achieving
scientific knowledge. Simply put, these foundations, often referred to as “logical empiricism” (or positivism), dictated that proper science consists of empirically testing theoretical propositions. Theories that were consistently confirmed and elaborated moved
us closer to justified knowledge (“truth”), while those refuted by empirical evidence
could be discarded. With these “marching orders” in hand, a case could then be made
that the study of social life could constitute a proper science, someday approximating
the status of the natural sciences. It was hoped that the social sciences might perfect
the economy; generate effective institutions of education, commerce, and governance;
eradicate poverty and mental illness; and so on (see Popper, 1972). While there are
many variations, the empiricist conception of scientific knowledge came to inform— and
continues to dominate— social science research. However, the late 20th century brought
with it three major movements— two intellectual and one cultural—that significantly
undermined the foundationalist conception of scientific knowledge and its application
to understanding social life. To a significant degree, these movements together provided
an opening for the emergence of performative social science.

The Loss of Privileged Language
A pivotal presumption of empiricist research is that theoretical propositions (typically in
the form of research hypotheses) can be affirmed, corrected, or disconfirmed through
unbiased observation. While this is an inviting presumption, it is noteworthy that a solution was never found to the problem of how the world—and the description of it—could
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actually correspond with each other. For example, should each item making up “the real
world” correspond to a different word? In terms of separating science and art, much
hangs on this notion of correspondence. The major means by which scientists claim
superiority over the arts in their accounts of the world lies in the presumption that scientific language corresponds with the world, while the languages of the arts are merely
imaginative and subjective. However, with the groundbreaking publication of works
such as Quine’s (1960) Word and Object and Wittgenstein’s (1953) Philosophical Investigations, the conclusion became inescapable that pure correspondence is a chimera; the
relationship between world and word is socially negotiated. What we call an accurate
description of the world is accurate only by virtue of social agreement. With respect to
the nature of the world, it is no more accurate to report that a given state of affairs is a
“bombing” than to depict it in a painting such as Picasso’s Guernica.
The implications of this line of reasoning for social science research are indeed
profound. Not only do they remove the authority of any knowledge-making enclave to
claim truth or accuracy beyond its own borders, they open a space for otherwise delegitimated or marginalized discourses to be heard. Most important for the emergence of the
performative movement, for purposes of describing or explaining the world, the entire
repertoire of cultural discourses is invited into play. The researcher is no longer shackled
by the demands of the disciplinary traditions for rendering accounts of the social world.
Rather, it is legitimate to draw from the full range of genres, styles, dialects, tropes, and
forms of writing that our cultural traditions have developed (or might develop). Nor is
there any principled reason to stand in the way of expanding the range of representational forms to include the entire range of communicative possibilities—music, dance,
sculpting, painting, and more. Expanded dramatically are social scientists’ potentials
for enriching cultural sensitivity, and our capacities for relating to the social worlds in
which we reside.
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From Observation to Social Construction
Removing a privileged link between the language of description and its referents is a
major step toward a performative consciousness. However, a second intellectual movement invites us to see the positive potential in expanding the representational vocabulary of the social sciences. To appreciate the drama surrounding this movement, consider a second common assumption within the traditional view of science: We gain
knowledge primarily through dispassionate observation; that is, scientific knowledge
depends on astute observation of the world as it is, uncluttered by biases of any kind.
Yet we have already seen that whatever there is makes no necessary demands on how
it is represented. The question we now address is whether there can ever be unbiased
grounds for knowledge claims.
Here it is useful to draw on developments in a social constructionist alternative
to logical empiricism (Gergen, 1994). Most prominent in this development is Thomas
Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962). As Kuhn persuasively argued,
scientific research inevitably proceeds on the basis of socially shared “paradigms”; that
is, scientists work within communities that agree on an array of premises about the
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nature of the subject matter, how it should be studied, the character of various measuring devices, and so on. In this sense, research findings are always constructed within
a community. This argument was used by Kuhn to criticize the presumption of linear
progress in scientific investigation. When science sheds a given theory of the world—for
example, moving from an Aristotelian to a Newtonian, then to a quantum theory of
physics—we are not moving steadily toward the Truth of physics. Rather, we are shifting from one paradigm of understanding to another. Each paradigm can create support
within its premises. We may learn more as we move across the centuries, but it is not
a march toward Truth so much as an increment in our options for action. Progress
becomes a matter of pragmatics.
If, then, scientific progress is not a march toward truth, but a matter of increasing
potentials for action, then maximizing our “ways of looking” is imperative. In social
science, then, the addition of artistic expression is all the more significant because it
moves beyond the traditional paradigms of representation. All forms of expression can
increase our potentials for interpretation and action. A convenient illustration is drawn
from dramaturgic theory: life as theatre. There is now a commanding literature, cutting
across the social sciences, humanities, and performance studies, for which this metaphor
is pivotal (see, e.g., Benford & Hunt, 1992; Goffman, 1959; Welsh, 1990). Not only has
a cornucopia of conceptual resources emerged, but the orientation has also been useful
in numerous applied settings. Furthermore, the orientation serves as a significant alternative to the array of mechanistic, cause– effect formulations that pervade the sciences.
Through the dramaturgic lens, one is sensitized to patterns of relationship across time,
the settings specific to these patterns, the stylization and plasticity of human action, and
the possibility for altering such patterns through deliberation and dialogue. None of
these “realities” becomes apparent through the mechanistic and neurological metaphors
now pervasive. Enormous riches are therefore offered as social scientists explore the
ways social life can be understood through the lens of dance, painting, music, and so on.
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Cultural Transformation: Pluralism and Protest
To these developments in the conception of social knowledge, openings to the performative were also invited by significant movements within the surrounding culture. As widely
documented, a major shift in the political landscape took place in the closing decades of the
20th century. Where there had been widespread trust in the existing political institutions, a
steadily expanding chorus of protest emerged. With the rise of the civil rights movement in
the 1950s, followed by the equal rights movement and the anti-war movement in the 1960s,
anti-establishment protest became a way of life. Gay and lesbian activists, anti-psychiatry
advocates, environmental activists, pro-life–pro-choice combatants, and the Occupy Wall
Street movement are all illustrative. One important outcome of these movements was to
delegitimate the major forms of authority—not only governmental, but scientific and religious forms as well. All groups, great or small, demanded the right to be heard, to claim
a legitimacy equal to all. Some viewed the emerging condition in terms of “culture wars”
(Hunter, 1992). More optimistically, there was a recognition of an emerging pluralism, a
hopeful vision of a society that favored inclusion, accommodation, and collaboration.
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Widely recognized for their liberal political leanings, the social sciences were often
in the vanguard in nurturing such pluralism. And in the same spirit of critique and
protest, traditional definitions of scientific knowledge and method came under attack.
What right did any group have to claim omniscience in such matters? Feminist social
scientists were among the first to raise such questions, resulting in new and articulate
enclaves of feminist researchers. From these enclaves emerged research practices often at
odds with traditional empiricism (Gergen & Davis, 1997; Reinharz, 1992). As various
groups—for example, gay and lesbian, African American, and Chicano groups—began
to develop forms of inquiry reflecting their particular visions of knowledge and its uses,
the door was also opened for all marginalized groups. Adventuresome scholars turned
to the arts for inspiration. More generally, the pluralist turn in the culture paved the way
for the flourishing of multiple forms of inquiry in the social sciences. Typically, these
emerging forms are thrust into the category of qualitative methods. As Wertz (2011)
stated in summarizing the development of the qualitative movement in psychology,
“there is no single theory or paradigm. A panoply of social theories includes constructivism, critical theory, feminist theory, critical race theory, cultural studies, semiotics,
phenomenology, hermeneutics, deconstruction, narrative theory and psychoanalysis”
(p. 84). Thus invited were excursions into the performative.
An additional impact on social science research resulted from this shift in the political landscape. Within the various academic enclaves nurtured by pluralism, there was a
pervasive eagerness to link the personal, political, and professional. The result was that
many politically concerned scholars looked to other forms of inquiry, those more open
to value expression. The qualitative arena was offering just such opportunities. As Denzin and Lincoln (2004) pointed out, “We face a choice . . . of declaring ourselves committed to detachment or in solidarity to the human community. We come to know, and
we come to exist meaningfully, only in community. We have the opportunity to rejoin
that community as its resident intellectuals and change agents” (p. 43).
It is also within this context that qualitative researchers were particularly drawn
to performative practices. Of particular importance, two allied movements were taking
place. On the scholarly side, a robust movement in performance studies had emerged
(Schechner, 1982). This movement not only legitimated the relationship between social
science and performance, but invested performance itself with significance. As Conquergood (1982, 2002) made clear, if they are to take seriously their ethical and political responsibilities, scholars must move beyond the safety of text in their expressions.
This development of performance studies walked hand in hand with the emergence of
performance art. As we discuss later, many performance artists were themselves deeply
political in their efforts. In effect, running across the domains of activism, scholarship,
and the arts was a strong investment in political change. The impact of this confluence
remains robust in performative social science today (Keifer-Boyd, 2011).

Sketching the Terrain of Inquiry
One might legitimately trace the origins of a performative science to the 1632 publication of Galileo’s Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems. The volume, in
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which he effectively justifies his Copernican view of the universe, uses multiple rhetorical devices: formal scientific articulation, irony, drama, comedy, sarcasm, and poetry.
By rolling his manifesto into this mix of comedy, poetry, and the like, Galileo was able
to give voice to his view of the cosmos, while simultaneously protecting himself from
the ire of the church. One might also view some of the classic research in social psychology as displaying a performative consciousness. For example, the significance attached
to Milgram’s (1974) well-known studies of obedience and the Stanford prisoner and
guards experiment (Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo, 1973) may be importantly traced to
their theatricality. More directly, however, one early manifestation of performative
interest in psychology was a series of five symposia presented at the American Psychological Association meetings from 1995 to 1999. Presentations included plays, poetry,
film, painting, dance, mime, and multi-media, and represented a major deviation from
traditional modes of representation. An early survey of the relevant terrain has been
provided by Jones and colleagues (2008) in their edited issue in the Forum: Qualitative
Social Research. In this special issue on Performative Social Science, authors from 13
countries contributed 42 entries, which contained 100 photographs, 50 illustrations,
36 videos, and two audiorecordings. This chapter is scarcely the appropriate site for a
full review of all that we call performative social science. In what follows we provide
a glimpse of developments occurring in recent decades. Other chapters in this volume
examine some of these topics in terms of ABR.
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Textual Expression
Perhaps the most broadly attractive invitation to explore performative potentials is
furnished by the literary traditions—including fiction and poetry. Social scientists
are, after all, trained as writers. At the same time, however, the “disciplines” place
severe constraints over what constitutes proper writing. With these constraints lifted, as
described earlier, scientists were freed to explore their literary potentials. Early steps in
this direction are represented in dialogic writing, including dialogues between scholars
(or scholars and interviewers). Many such dialogues have remained relatively close to
the traditional model of scholarly expression, but occasionally have allowed investigators to go beyond their formalized exposition (Hesse-Biber, 2016; Richardson, 1997).
Mixing genres of fact and fantasy, Gergen and Gergen (1994) developed a duography to
account for their lives as narrative scholars. Also adventuresome are dialogues between
fictitious characters. For example, in Michael Mulkay’s (1985) groundbreaking work, in
which Marks and Spencer, along with inebriated participants at the Nobel ceremonies,
argue about social science.
Scholars have continued to explore variations on traditional dialogue. Illustrative
is Karen Fox’s (1996) juxtaposition of three voices extracted from interviews to form
a pseudo- conversation, the first, of her client, who as a young girl, had been sexually
abused by her stepfather; the second, of this man, also a grandfather, now in prison
for sexually abusing his granddaughter; and the third, her own, commenting on her
feelings about the dialogue and as a victim of sexual abuse. In an ethnographic study
of women who had been diagnosed with HIV/AIDS, Patti Lather and Chris Smithies
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(1997) created a dialogue constructed of three contiguous “voices”: The stories of the
women as they encountered life’s difficult paths; reactions and reflections from the two
authors (Smithies the therapist, and Lather the visitor); and interspliced public texts,
such as newspaper articles, detailing the scientific aspects of the virus.
Autobiography has long been viewed as legitimate data for historians and sociologists. However, the logic inherent in this tradition has given birth to one of the liveliest
developments in performative inquiry, namely, autoethnography (Adams, Jones, Jones,
& Ellis, 2014; Ellis, 2004). Here scholars use themselves as instruments for illuminating
a particular sociocultural condition (i.e., Barbour, 2012). The shift from ethnography to
autoethnography is an important one, as it replaces the authority of the outside observer
with the voice of the person involved in the context. Carolyn Ellis’s (1995) volume tracing her complex experiences as the wife of a man who is dying was a formative classic in
the field. From these extensive efforts, a new mode of research has emerged: duoethnography. Here are mingled the voices of two researchers creating stories of a mutual past
(Norris, Sawyer, & Lund, 2012). Interestingly, as this tradition has developed, there has
been an increasing emphasis on the literary merit of the writing (Bochner & Ellis, 2016),
effectively enhancing its performative dimension.
More radical in their challenge to the positivist tradition of truth in representation
are scholars who have turned to novels and short stories as means of expression. There
is a preexisting logic that furnished support for employing fiction. Fiction has often been
credited with offering “illuminating truths” about the human condition. Fiction, on this
account, is not merely diverting entertainment, but in the hands of authors such as
Dostoevsky, Angelou, Woolf, and Fitzgerald, can deliver profound insights into human
functioning. Social scientists have therefore been invited to explore fictional means for
illuminating their subject matter in what are often seen as more effective and penetrating ways than traditional empirical study. Pfohl’s (1992) Death at the Parasite Cafe was
a courageous and innovative entry into the professional literature— at once serious and
playful. More adventuresome are dialogues between fictitious characters. Many others
have followed. For example, Diversi (1998) has used short stories to provide a glimpse of
street life for homeless youth in Brazil, and Muñoz (2014) has employed fictional stories
to explore the dimensions of silence.
Poetry has long been viewed in the culture as a way of communicating wisdom,
insights, or passions in more powerful, economic, and highly nuanced ways than prose.
Drawing from this tradition, social scientists increasingly explore the potentials of
poetic expression. As early as 1996, Deborah Austin used poetry as a means of accounting for her identity as an African American woman in the presence of a woman from
Africa. Continuing this tradition, Michael Breheny (2012) offers a poetic representation
of aging; Anne Görlich (2015) introduces us to the lives of adolescent dropouts, and
Mary Gergen (Gergen & Gergen, 2012) captures the fleeting experiences of a 50th class
reunion through haikus. As an alternative to authoring their own poems, other social
scientists have drawn from the words of others— typically those to whom they wish to
give voice—to form a poetic representation. Scholars such as Stephen Hartnett (2003)
provide insight into prison life through the poems of inmates. Detailed accounts of the
use of poetry in social research are provided by Richardson and St. Pierre (2005) and
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Faulkner (2009). More on the performative use of text in general can be found in Pelias
(2014) and Gergen and Gergen (2012).
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Embodied Performance
From adventures in writing, it is but a short leap to embodied performance. Anything
that is written may also be spoken— or performed—before an audience. In the case of
embodied performance, the movement in performance art offered the social sciences
powerful models. In this sense, the artistic renditions of performers such as Laurie
Anderson and Marina Abromovitch created a useful bridge between the arts and the
social sciences. And especially appealing to social scientists, their performances often
carried clear messages of social justice. Also illustrative were the works of Anna Deavere
Smith on women in prison, Anita Woodley on health care, and Mama Juggs on breast
cancer and body image. Juggs is particularly inspiring in her conjoining pathos, comedy,
gospel singing, and audience participation.
Early performance work in the social sciences is summarized in the works of Case,
Brett, and Foster (1995) and Carlson (1996). More recently, as autoethnographies
became embodied, the textual revelations took on new and powerful dimension. An
audience could be drawn into the world of a skilled performer in ways that written
text could not. Notable, for example, are the performances of Tami Spry (2001, 2011),
whose subsequent writings offer a rational framework, wisdom, and guidance to those
who may wish to explore these domains. Saldaña (2011) has expanded and enriched
these developments in his writings and performances of ethnotheatre.
Possibly because of the far greater demands involved (e.g., multiple performers,
costumes, sets), the deployment of theatrical plays as social inquiry has not been well
developed, although the East Side Institute in New York City has produced many plays
with social justice themes by Fred Newman. One of the most salutary inspirations is the
work of Gray and Sinding (2002) in which women with metastasized breast cancer both
wrote and performed in a play that invited others to treat them as whole persons, in contrast to reducing their identity to their disease. Park (2009) has also offered a discussion
on how to convert traditional research data into a theatrical play, and Norris (2010) has
demonstrated how play building can be used as a form of action research.

From the Visual to the Visionary
Given the long-standing assumption that photographs tell us the truth about their subject matter, it is surprising that outside the tradition of visual sociology and anthropology, so little use has been made of photography in the social sciences. The performative
movement lends new life to this possibility, but typically replacing the view of truth
through pictures with an understanding of photography as both interpretive and value
invested. At the same time, this shift has also brought with it renewed reflection on the
use of photography in scholarly representation (Miller, 2015). In early work, Gergen
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and Gergen (1991) employed photographs to examine the possibility of a narrative without words. Concerns with photographic representation are now substantially expanded
(L. Allen, 2011; Q. Allen, 2012). M. Brinton Lykes (2010) has used a process of photonarratives with Guatemalan women as a step toward enhancing their sense of entitlement in conditions following civil warfare. She has also opened the possibility of using
photovoice in anti-racist action research (Lykes & Scheib, 2015). In the same vein, Janet
Newbury and Marie Hoskins (2010) have given adolescent girls who use crystal meth
digital cameras to explore their life conditions and potentials. Photography therefore
becomes a form of narrative expression.
The development of digital video devices served as an enticing invitation to explore
filmic representation in the social sciences (Franzen, 2013). The groundbreaking work
of Frederick Wiseman (Cool World, 1963; Titticut Follies, 1967), who has produced
42 documentaries since, including In Jackson Heights (2015), and Jennie Livingston’s
award-winning Paris Is Burning (1991) provided powerful exemplars. The recent production of another award-winning film, Rufus Stone (www.rufusstonemovie.com) is
testimony to a continuing tradition of excellence. The brainchild of qualitative psychologist, Kip Jones (2013), the project was based on narrative materials collected and
synthesized by Jones. In the frame of participatory action research, the aim was also
to empower older lesbians and gay men in rural areas. Smaller efforts now proliferate,
many of which may be found in the multimedia journal, Liminalities: A Journal of
Performance Studies. William Rawlins (2013), for example, has written, composed,
and performed “Sample,” a 17-minute multigenre, multiformat performance piece. Still
other scholars have turned directly to YouTube to reach large audiences of viewers. For
example, Kitrina Douglas offers performative videos in anti-psychiatry and feminism
in song form at www.youtube.com/watch?v=v-fprkkugko and www.youtube.com/
watch?v=iuufdmlgfie.
These various endeavors in textual, embodied, and visual performance scarcely
exhaust the range of innovative explorations now extant. For example, BlumenfeldJones (2008) describes the uses and potentials of dance in performative social science;
Russell and Bohan (1999) have demonstrated the power of choral music in the politics
of change. Bartlett (2013) employs cartoons to illustrate research findings. Lydia Degarrod created an installation, “Geographies of the Imagination” (2013), to engage viewers
in a project on long-term exile. There are also numerous ways in which scholars have
combined various forms of representation to achieve their ends. For example, Gergen
and Walter (1998) intertwined poetry and art to expand the associative capacity of relational theory. In his analysis of Custer’s final battle with the Native Americans, Norman
Denzin (2011) marshaled autobiographical reminiscences, historical description, artistic
representations, staged readings, and snippets of documents to create a multilayered
performance ethnography. In their photovoice work on Parkinson’s disease, Hermanns,
Greer, and Cooper (2015) asked their participants to take photos of everyday challenges
related to the disease, then engaged them in dialogue about the photos. Mannay (2010)
used photos, mapping, and collage production in her insider study of the experiences of
mothers and daughters on a social housing estate. Numerous additional examples can
be found in issues of Qualitative Inquiry, Text and Performance Quarterly, Cultural
Studies ↔ Critical Methodologies, and International Review of Qualitative Research.
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Aspirations and Achievements
Given this profusion of performative practices across the social sciences, inquiry into
these accomplishments is essential. With the demise of foundationalist philosophy of science and the emergence of a constructionist understanding of knowledge, we approach
the issue of achievement from a perspective of “reflective pragmatism” (Gergen, 2015);
that is, we abandon attempts to generate truth beyond perspective, and inquire into the
contribution of inquiry to cultural life. Such inquiries are essentially matters of values;
for whom and in what ways are these “contributions”? In this life, we may ask, then,
what have performative social scientists accomplished, and for whom?
At the outset, many social scientists who turn to performance do so out of disappointment with the forms of expression allowed by traditional empirical science. In the
various forms of artistic representation they can draw from available skills and explore
visions of possibility. Beyond these expressive fulfillments, however, others propose
that one or another form of aesthetic expression provides something akin to a “greater
insight” into or “understanding” of a given phenomenon. Yet engagement in satisfying
artistic expressions may be personally gratifying but seem limited in terms of its contributions either to a field of study or to cultural well-being. Also, to claim that performative expressions provide a better representation of a given phenomenon runs counter to
the very logic that injected life into performative social science, namely, the liberation
from claims to privileged representation.
In our view, both the expressive and epistemological aspirations are insufficiently
broad in terms of what is accomplished by the performative movement. As we have seen,
performative work radically alters, and perhaps expands, the definition of knowledge
and research. In doing so, it functions subtly within the academy to gradually shift consciousness of possibilities. And with this shift, the potential contribution of the social
sciences to society is substantially increased.
As proposed, there can be a strong link between performative efforts and social
change. Unlike traditional empiricists, typically absorbed in testing abstract hypotheses
or observing society from the sidelines, performative researchers frequently seek ways
of actively contributing to a better society. Their chief means of doing so is through
their modes of representation, and this is of major significance. Traditional academic
writing is socially hermetic: It is designed as communication to a circle of peers. In communicating properly within the enclave, one fails to engage in relationships beyond. As
a result, the countless hours that go into a research study are opaque to virtually anyone
outside the guild. The “objects of the scientific gaze” seldom learn about the results of
such research; indeed, because of its opacity, traditional social science research is often
charged with “elitism.” The voices of the poor, minorities, the imprisoned, the aged, the
deviant, immigrants, terrorists, and so on, are essentially ignored.
In contrast, with a performative consciousness, the sciences dramatically expand
their capacities to relate to the culture. Researchers can draw from the full range of the
art of engagement. There is nothing called “communication” that cannot be marshaled
for inquiry and sharing. A performative consciousness prompts our asking questions
such as “Who is this for?”; “Am I being understood?”; “Will this be meaningful?”;
and “What can they do with this?” It is ultimately a matter of communicating with
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full potential to many people. In this way, the distance between the academy and the
surrounding society is diminished, and scholars become more fully engaged in the lifeworlds about them.
Yet more is at stake here than sharing alone. As we see it, performative work greatly
increases the “dimensions of engagement.” Here we refer to the various ways a form
of representation can draw an audience into its reality. For example, an abstract paper
delivered at a conference can stimulate an audience intellectually. If the speaker then
shares a personal story about the work, affective engagement is added. If the presentation is then converted to theatre, the audience vicariously participates in the drama. Here
we have mimetic engagement. One might add a musical background to the dramatic
piece, thus evoking memories that deepen the drama, achieving, in effect, a contextual
engagement. By expanding the repertoire of performance, one expands the potential for
meaningful engagement with others.
Its capacity for engagement further means that performative work establishes
the grounds for dialogue with society. Traditional scientific writing speaks down to
society, positioning itself as authoritative and legitimate, over and above the views of
the audience. In contrast, when communicating with forms of theatre, poetry, film,
or photography— all common in society— the scholar is often using culturally familiar
forms of communication. No claims are made to a singular truth. People approach performance not defensively but with an openness: “Show me,” “Entertain me,” “Intrigue
me.” The conditions are thus established for dialogic interchange.
To be sure, performance pursuits may express a particular point of view, often passionately. Yet the very fact that the expression takes the form of play informs the audience that in spite of its power, the message is an artifice— crafted for the occasion: “It is
serious, but it is not ultimate.” One may compare this with traditional empirical work,
in which researchers do all they can to suppress the signs of subjectivity. Social science
writing takes a god’s-eye perspective: “This is the way it is.” As we see it, while making
declarations about the real and the good, performance work simultaneously removes the
gloss “is True.” Performative pursuits continuously remind us that everything remains
open to questioning.
The cultural orientation of openness to performance— and its entertainment value—
carries with it an especially important feature: a willingness to suspend belief. There is
a sense in which participation in normal life and routine is imprisoning. When things
are just as they are—when this is true and that is false, this is good and that is bad—
options are constricted. There is less that can be said or done, less that can be changed,
less that can be fantasized. There is a small death in the creeping of convention. Realism
and rigidity walk hand in hand. At the same time, the performer is allowed to play with
convention, to point to foibles, to create alternative realities. In Nietzsche’s words, “We
have art that we may not perish by the truth.” When novelists create imaginary worlds,
poets play with language, or artists experiment with color, they unsettle the senses.
They disrupt the commonplace. It is in just this sense that performative work in the
social sciences has an enhanced capacity to unfreeze realities.
Much more can be said about the potentials inhering in the performative movement. As discussed, by using the arts as the lens through which we understand the
world, new and exciting vistas of theory and research are opened (Rolling, 2014). And,
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because performative inquiry does not define disciplines in terms of pre-fixed objects
(e.g., the mind, society, the family, the community), disciplinary boundaries are eroded.
Academic cultures are invited into mutual exploration (Borgdorff, 2012). In conclusion,
we draw from Ron Pelias’s (2010) eloquent definition. As he writes, performance in the
social sciences “is an opening, a location— a curtain drawn, a wooden floor washed
with light, a window that invites the voyeur, a circle in the square, a podium that stands
before, an arena of play, passion and purpose. It is an opening where ghosts find form,
linger, and haunt. It is an opening where eyes, with and without their consent, look. It
is an opening where we find ourselves” (p. 173).
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